marston-firmino after Hurricane Maria, four artists (Negrón, Helen Ceballos, Isel Rodriguez, and Kairiana Núñez Santaliz) were invited to show and discuss their recent work with moderators Bertie Ferdman and Libertad Guerra. The conversation centered on a question: how can artists respond to a crisis situation? While news reports paint a dismal and detached portrait of the island's lingering recovery efforts, these artists, who have worked on the front lines, told stories of community resilience while emphasizing a desire for agency and self-production. "We had to realize that our work was not just important, it was essential," explained Ceballos, "because we are the filter for tragedy." 1 Hurricane Maria made landfall on September 20, 2017, inflicting catastrophic damage on the island's outdated infrastructure. All 3.4 million American citizens on the island were left without electricity or potable water for weeks. Some communities saw 80 to 90 percent of their buildings destroyed. 2 On September 21 President Trump declared a state of emergency but wouldn't visit the island until October 3, when -in a now-infamous photo op -he tossed paper towels and other minor supplies into a crowd of onlookers at an aid station in Guaynabo. "They were screaming and they were loving everything," said Trump in a later interview. "The cheering was incredible." 3 When the clouds cleared, the government's death count was sixty-four. (A Harvard University study published in May estimated that more than forty-six hundred people died in the storm's aftermath, more than seventy times the official estimate.) 4 Puerto Rican artists were among the first to begin rebuilding. In November 2017, Ceballos and Santaliz formed Brigada Ráfaga Solidaria (Winds of Solidarity Brigade), a group of artists that volunteered their time to feed, shelter, and aid seniors affected by Hurricane Maria. Writing grant applications by hand and under candlelight, Ceballos secured funding from the Acacia Network and Loisaida Inc., New York -based nonprofits with ties to the Puerto Rican diaspora. Together they were able to circumvent the bureaucracy of disaster relief by smuggling aid in, as if it were contraband, directly to those in need. "It empowered our connection to the diaspora more than ever," said Santaliz.
That same November, Negrón and six other artists set out to visit all seventyeight island municipalities to perform a new interactive theater piece, Ay María. In the play, a group of neighbors work together to secure basic necessities in the aftermath of the storm. The short vignettes are as shocking as they are humorous. In one scene, a neighbor's mother dies from a heart attack while waiting in line for filtered water. The neighbor asks the governor of Puerto Rico if her death will count among the sixty-four in the government's death count. "We'll have to do an autopsy," he responds.
"Humor is a form of power," says Rodriguez. "We needed to find something funny about what had happened to us, otherwise we wouldn't survive it." Audience members at each performance of Ay María were invited to share their own survival stories, blurring the boundaries between representation and reality while creating a community space for healing. "Most of the audience members that saw Ay María could see their experiences reflected," said Ceballos, "and that's a way of processing." After one show, Negrón asked the assembled crowd if anything good had come from the storm. "We're alive," someone yelled out.
Perhaps no event in recent history has so starkly revealed Puerto Ricans' status as second-class citizens. But even with these shocking statistics, many mainlandersincluding the executive administration -still need to be reminded that the Puerto Rican disaster is an American disaster. Puerto Rico and the rest of the South Atlantic are bracing for the next hurricane season. So are the artist networks that adapted quickly to the needs of their communities. With limited electricity, live performances supplanted television, the Internet, and other forms of mass entertainment. With incompetent governmental responses, community organizing supplanted federal relief. Facing an unprecedented crisis, Puerto Rican artists harnessed their ability to gather, give refuge, and give voice to others, revealing their artistic work as an act of survival. By building sustainable community platforms, giving isolated communities the hope and reassurance they needed to remember that they were not alone, these artist-led initiatives remind us of theater's essential ability to forge lasting connections among people.
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